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Call of the Wild 


Author's Notes: 
Came to me from a reoccurring dream | was having at the time. Thanks to Lia for the look over :) 


The first time Elias saw him was wandering around the woods next to the old church. Thick brush and moss 
draped over the forest, darkening it from the outside sun and keeping unseen things locked away from prying 
eyes. 


Still, it wasn't dark enough to not make out the outline of a man. Not just any man, but the one they talked 
about when wine flowed freely at parties and the one they whispered under their breaths all other times. 


A wild man 
Elias didn't have time to take in the features of this feral man, other than see him out of the corner of his 


eye while walking in the forest. One minute he was there and the next he was gone. Elias stopped short and 


searched around the trees for him again. 


Was it a trick of light? Was he imagining it? 


Elias waited, knowing what came next when someone managed to stumble across this wild man. He shivered in 


the dampness of the forest, breath trapped in his throat out of fear. 

As sudden as the wild man appeared, a lone howl called out into the forest. Calling out for what Elias could only 
guess was its mate or pack. No one ever saw the wolf, but everyone had surely heard its howl from a 
distance at some point in their lives. 

Elias backed away from the path he'd trod on, eyes on the forest in front of him in case the man returned. 
But he never did after the howl sounded. Vanishing into the forest until someone saw him again. 


3 EE KE 


Elias knocked back a glass of whiskey, still shivering under his suit. He turned the empty glass in his hands and 
stared into the distance. 


A crusty sea captain snorted at Elias. "You saw him, eh?" 
Elias glanced up, confusion all over his face. "How.." 


The sea captain got up from his chair to sit next to Elias at the counter. "The look in your eyes tells me 


everything. Did you hear the howl?" 
Elias shivered, nodding at the sea captain. 
The sea captain finished off his glass of vodka and patted Elias on the arm. "It happens a lot. Since we keep 


cutting into his lands. One of these days we're going to cut too far and who knows what might happen then" He 
rubbed his hand on his shirt and offered it to Elias. "Name's Henkka" 


Elias glanced down at the hand. It was covered with various scars that came with catching things that came 
out of the sea He could have sworn a few of those were made by things that crept in the depths of the 


waters. 
Henkka's eyebrow rose. "The least you could do was shake it" 


Elias flushed, nodding his head. "Of course." He took up Henkka's hand and shook it. "I'm just.still recovering from 


what | saw." 


Henkka gave a hearty laugh and patted Elias on the back. "It will stay with you forever. Like it did for the 
others in this town. If you don't go barking mad or try to find him, you'll do alright." 


"Why would | go looking for him?" 


Henkka itched at his beard and looked out the window into the blackness of the night. "Who knows why he did it, 


but one man tried looking for the wild man. Name was Marko Paasikoski.” 
Elias swallowed hard. "What happened to him?" 


Henkka shrugged, eyes still looking out the window. "No one knows. He just disappeared." A frown covered 
Henkka's face. "Probably into the woods never to be heard of again 


Elias studied Henkka's demeanor. "You knew him?" 

Henkka sighed, turning back to look at Elias. "He was my first mate long ago. Saw the wild man while we were 
docked one night and became enchanted by it. For a while, | thought it would pass." He stopped to sigh again. 
"Instead, he sought it out and disappeared. | don't even know where he ended up" Tears appeared in his eyes. 
"I'd imagine he's gone now." 

Elias bit his lip, unsure of how to respond. He wasn't good at comforting those around him. 

Henkka wiped away the tears in his eyes and motioned to the bartender for another vodka. "Doesn't matter 

anymore and dwelling on it won't bring him back" He looked Elias in the eyes. "Just don't go looking for him 


yourself. Or you'll end up like him." 


KEKEKE 


Elias tossed and turned in bed, unable to sleep. Images of a man being torn up by wolves filled his brain. 


What happened to Marko? Did the wolf kill him? Did the wild man get him like so many parents are apt to tell 
their naughty children? 


Elias thought back to the forest and tried to remember what the man looked like, but came away with no 
features save for him being almost naked. That was his only clue to know that he was indeed the wild man 
people spoke of. 

Beyond that, Elias couldn't remember anything. His face, height, eyes, nothing. 

Elias sighed, rolling on his back to stare up at the ceiling. He needed information about this man. Where did he 
come from? Who were his parents? Babies don't just magically appear in forests so someone or something had 
taken him there. 

Who had taken him there? 


FERREE 


Books were stacked all around Elias while he searched for information at the library. Most were of wild 
theories about apes raising children in forests. Elias shook his head, this was no ape. The man stood upright 
and stared right at him. 

Or did he? 

Elias rubbed at his tired eyes. He was starting to obsess about this man 


Just like Marko had. 


The librarian approached his table. "You might want to take a break. You've been hunting around these books 


since morning. What are you looking for?" 


Elias hesitated. To speak of this man was usually met with disdain It was not something you could speak about 


in public except in the comforts of a bar. 
The librarian leaned in closer to Elias, her voice but a whisper on her lips. "You're looking for him, aren't you?" 


Elias blinked, trying to process what she was referring to until it hit him, right between the eyes as they say. 


He gave a short nod but said nothing more. 


The librarian pointed over to a darkened section that was roped off to anyone but the staff. She whispered 


again, "Try over there. I'll let you in It will have what you seek" 


Elias glanced up at the librarian. A rats' nest of brown hair was piled up on top of her head with thick glasses 
covering her eyes. She wore plain clothes, with very little hints of colors or contours. "Why are you helping 


me?" 
The librarian started to walk away from Elias, her hand waving behind her to motion him to follow. 


Elias stared down at the books and sighed. He grabbed his coat from the back of the chair and followed. He'd 
never been behind the roped off area. Would it really help him on his quest? How could she have known he was 


looking for the wild man? 

The librarian stopped by the roped off area She glanced around the library to see if anyone was watching 
them. Once she was satisfied, she pulled back the rope and nudged Elias in. “Go find what you seek. But do it 
quickly.” 


Elias nodded and watched her hurry away from the area to return to her desk by the front doors. He sighed 


and ventured around the corner only to stop short. 


The walls of this tiny area were covered with news clippings and blurry photographs. Old newspapers covered 


with dust sat on a messy table in the middle. 
Elias shuffled over to one of the walls and started to read from the faded newsprint. It recanted of a man 
that went missing fifty years ago and another who went missing a hundred years ago. None of these two men 


could have been the man Elias saw in the forest. This man was not an old man, even from what little Elias saw 


of him. 

The rest of the walls held similar articles but with blurry photographs of undefined shapes from the forest. 
The backmost wall had men that went missing within the last ten years. He searched around the wall and 
stopped when he found a picture of a man with dark hair. 

Elias blinked and realized he was staring at Marko. The grainy photo showed a man with eyes that seemed to 
follow Elias around. Marko had been just 27 years old when he disappeared. Elias searched around and found 
that the date of the article was three years ago. If he was alive still, he'd be 30 and not very far off Elias’ 
own age. 

After reading the article, Elias glanced down at the table. It was fairly dusty as if it hadn't been used in 
several weeks. He shuffled the yellowing newsprint around to reveal a small black book. He picked it up, intent 
on flipping through it when a voice called out behind him. 

"What are you doing in here?" 

Elias shoved the book into his suit pocket and turned around. "I was...” 

"You were where you ought not to be." 

Elias swallowed hard, noticing it wasn't the librarian that had let him in. There before him was an older man 
leaning on a cane with short gray hair and piercing blue eyes. "I'm sorry, sir. | was curious as to what this 


area held. Forgive my transgression" 


The man shuffled in, tapping his cane hard on the floor as he moved. He lowered himself into the chair beside 


Elias and moved the papers around on the table. 

Elias backed away from the man, unsure what to do. 

"You'd best be on your way. Never let me catch you in here again" 

Elias nodded and turned to leave. He glanced back at the man and wondered why he looked so familiar 
"Are you deaf, boy? | said leave!" 


Elias hurried out of the area and pulled the rope up to let himself out. He wiped sweat off his brow and 
headed for the front desk. 


The librarian was not there. 

Elias glanced around the area to see if he could spot her but turned up nothing. He shoved his hands into his 
suit pockets and realized he still had the book. A dash of red covered his face, unsure of whether he should 
return it to the roped section or not. 

The old man called out to the librarian. "Where is it?" 

Elias hurried out the front door, fear gripping at his heart with each step. 


FEKE KE KK 


With a sigh of relief, Elias sank down on his apartment couch. He'd run all the way from the library, afraid the 
old man would follow him. He patted around his pockets and withdrew the black book 


What was so important about an old black book? 

He studied the front of it which had no lettering. Nothing to tell Elias what might be inside. He flipped a few 
pages and stopped on one dated ten years ago. The handwriting was hard to decipher but Elias could make out 
a few sentences in the mayhem. 


My first voyage out to sea was something I've never experienced before. I'll never forget it. 


Elias' eyebrow rose. Voyage to sea? Was his reading a sea captain's diary? He made out another sentence a 


few pages from the last one. 

| kissed him tonight. 

Elias' cheeks burned with each of the pages after it. There were many descriptions of touching, kissing, and 
making love in the moonlight on the ship. It didn't feel right reading something so private and profound. He 
skipped closer to the middle of the book. 


| must be going crazy. Was he real? 


Elias blinked a few times and tried to make out the rest on the page. Most were rambling about glowing graves 
and seeing something in the forest. Or rather someone. He flipped past a few more pages and stopped. 


He thinks I'm crazy. To chase after a glimpse but | can't stop. | need to find him. 
Elias frowned as the writing became more and more harder to decipher, as if it was written in a hurry. 


| have to find him. | need him. And he needs me. 


Elias headed to the back of the book only to find empty pages. He skipped back a little bit more to find the last 
page that had writing on it. 


| love you, Henkka..but he needs me more. Please forgive me. 


Elias blinked fast. He knew that name. That was the name of the sea captain from the bar. Shaking hands 
flipped back to the front of the book and read off the name written inside the cover - Marko Paasikoski. 


Elias swallowed hard. How did Marko's personal diary end up in the library? Did Henkka know of this book? Were 


these Marko's final words before disappearing? 
He went back to when Marko first saw the man and tried to find more sentences that made sense but he 
couldn't find anymore. IT was just a jumble of random words like - wolf, wild man, forest, pain, love, father, 


friends, need, and peace. 


Elias leaned back on the couch, shaking his head slightly. What did it all mean? Did Marko fall in love with this 


man? Who was this man to begin with? 


He needed answers. And the only who was going to give them was the one person who knew Marko best - 


Henkka. 


LEELEE EEEE 

Elias stood on the docks where the fishing boats were lined up. He knew it was a dream because the sky was a 
purplish black color. What he didn't know is why he was here of all places? Was it because he was reading 
Marko's diary before bed? 


"It all began here." 


Elias turned to see a young man no more than 25 years old standing beside him. The man had intense brown 


eyes and short hair covering one of his eyes. "Who..who are you?" 


‘| remember the first time | saw her. All lit up in the morning sun like an angel from heaven. And when she 


looked at me that day, | knew she was my one." 

Elias frowned, shaking his head. "I don't understand. Who are you?" 

The man turned to him, the intense eyes looking right through him. "You know who am |. You've seen me once 
before, but that doesn't matter right now." The man stopped to breathe in the morning breeze. "What matters 


now is how to help him. How to bring him back to me again" 


Elias tried to move away from the man, but was rooted to the spot. "Bring him back? | thought you were 


talking about a woman." 

The man bit his lip. "No, she is lost to me now. | couldn't get to her in time, before she...no, | don't want to 
remember that." He turned to Elias again. "The one who needs me the most. He's trapped here and | need him 
back with me. Please help me." 

Elias shook his head. "I can't help you. | don't even know who you are." 


The man looked back at the water again, tears filling his eyes. "I see.” 


Elias woke up with a start in his bed. He gasped for air, unsure if it was really a dream or not. It felt so real 


The salty air filling his nose as if he was still standing on the dock. 
What did it all mean? 


PEKEE 


Just as the morning sun peeked over the horizon, Elias headed down for the docks. He hoped to find Henkka 
before he set sail. 


The docks were filled with many different colored ships and crew milling about. Most of them paid Elias no 
heed while he searched around. 


It would have helped to actually know what Henkka's boat was called. He never mentioned it to Elias when they 


talked that night. Nor would he really have a reason to. 


Elias watched in horror as most of the boats pulled away from the docks. He kept searching around and finally 


called into the air. "Henkkal Are you still here?" 
A tall man with bushy long black hair stopped Elias as he ran by. "He ain't here anymore." 
Elias breathed heavy, tears of frustration filling his eyes. "He left town?" 


The man laughed and patted Elias on the back. "No, just for the morring sail. He'll be back when the sun sets 
for the day. " 


Elias sighed, his shoulders slumping a little. "I've missed him. | wanted to ask him something." 


The man's eyebrow rose. "What about? I've known Henkka pretty much all my life. Best friends since we were 


young lads." 


Elias blinked. "Really?" 


The man extended his hand to Elias. "Name's Pasi." 
Elias shook it. "Elias." 


"So Elias, what can | help you with? Henkka tends to talk a lot when he's drunk. You ain't a man of the law, are 


you?" 


Elias shook his head. "No, | consult with people about their finances. Or at least | did until they let me go a few 
days ago." 


"Sorry to hear that. But what does Henkka have to do with that? Is he in some sort of money troubles?" 


"No, nothing like that. | met Henkka in the bar down the road from here. He knew what happened to me before | 


even said it." 

Pasi tensed a little. "Yeah? About what?" 

Elias chose his words carefully. "He knew..he knew | saw something in the forest." 
Pasi gripped his cigarette tighter between his fingers. "You saw something? What?" 


Elias glanced up at Pasi. His face was ashen colored and his body tense. "lit doesn't matter what | saw. | 


wanted to ask him about Marko." 
Pasi pitched his half-smoked cigarette and walked away from Elias. 


Elias ran to keep up with Pasi's long strides. "Please, | need to know about Marko. To tell Henkka what I've found. 
There's something | don't understand." 


Pasi stopped walking and turned around to face Elias. "No, you don't. Marko is dead. There's nothing more to 
say about it” 


"There's more to it than that. He was drawn to the forest and | want to know why." 

Pasi sighed. "Look, leave Henkka alone. He doesn't need this brought up again. It was bad enough when Marko's 
father accused Henkka of being a deviant with Marko and driving him away. The last thing he needs is to open 
old wounds." 


Elias blinked. "Marko's father is in town? Is he hunched over a cane and intense blue eyes?" 


Pasi looked out into the sea. "Yes, that's him. He said things to Henkka..they weren't pretty things. Henkka was 
ready to end his life and | stopped him. | don't want him to go down that route again" 


Elias bit his lip. "Does Henkka know about Marko's diary?" 
Pasi stared at Elias. "How do you know about that?" 


Elias pulled the black book out of his coat pocket. "| found this while looking for information about the man in 


the forest. The librarian let me into a roped off area and it was on the table." 


Pasi stared at the object in Elias‘ hand. "Henkka searched for that after Marko went missing. His father must 
have had it the whole time." 


"That's probably how he knew Henkka and Marko were lovers. It's all in there." 
Pasi frowned. "You read it?" 


Elias flushed. "Just skimmed a few pages. Once | got to their kiss, | skipped ahead. It didn't seem right to read 
it" 


Pasi sighed and looked out into the calm sea. "Marko was a level-headed sailor. Did his work and treated 
everyone on board right. One day he saw what | assume you saw in the forest. After that, he wasn't the 
same." 

"How did he change? Did he search for answers like | am?" 

Pasi nodded, eyes never leaving the water. "Yes, and spent months away from the ship to do so. You see, 
Marko was Henkka's first mate. It's not a job where you can go off when you please, you have to be there 
every day to watch over the crew." 

"Did Henkka and Marko grow apart during this time?" 

Pasi searched around in his pockets and pulled out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. He lit one and inhaled. 
"Not according to Henkka, but | know it's because he didn't want to admit it was over. He fell hard for Marko 
and the idea of him leaving was too much for him. Especially since Marko was chasing after a myth." 


Elias frowned, shaking his head. "It's not a myth. | saw it too." 


Pasi turned to Elias, looking deep into his eyes. "Are you sure? No one has ever found proof it even exists. The 


only thing they know for sure is people always disappear after they hear the wolf cry.’ 
Elias swallowed hard. "They do?" 


Pasi nodded and took a drag of his cigarette. "As far as | know, there's only been one to live to tell the tale. 


Though from what I've heard, don't expect a lot of answers from him." 


"| don't understand." 


Pasi turned and faced to the north. He raised a hand up and pointed to the hill looming over the town. "He lives 


up there." 
"But nothing is up there except for an insane asylum." 


Pasi nodded and finished off his cigarette. "Exactly. He went crazy and his family stuck him here. You're 
welcome to try to get something out of him, but | doubt you will. Marko already tried years ago." 


Elias shivered at the large building on the hill. "I have to try." 


FEKE EE KF 


The walk up to the insane asylum was a long one. Elias didn't have any form of transportation so he was 
tasked with walking up the long twisting road. Dead trees and bushes lined the single lane road, as if someone 


had just left them to die and wither away. 

Kind of like the residents of the insane asylum. 

Elias shivered again, though not out of coldness. The place had always given him the creeps, even as a small 
child. His father would always point up to it from the valley on the other side of the hill, and tell him if he 


didn't stop daydreaming he would end up there. 


Instead his father was the one who ended up there. His brain undoing itself and sending him into madness. The 


doctors had told Elias that it could run in the family, that he should be checked out every so often 

He hadn't. Never finding a reason to do so. He was healthy and of a sound mind. 

Or was he? 

Elias shivered again, this time because of the memory of the man in the forest. It was pushing him to find out 
who he was. There had to be some kind of record or missing report on the man He didn't just get there on his 


own. 


9 REE EK 


Elias reached the top of the hill just before mid-day. He withdrew a simple handkerchief from his suit pocket 


to wipe off the sweat on his face and neck. 


The large building was even more menacing in person than it was from afar. Admittedly Elias never saw his 
father in there. He signed the papers to commit him and walked away. It still pained him to this day. Should he 
have seen it through and visited? Was his father even still alive? 


They never told him either way. No note or letter of his demise, or if Elias should come to retrieve his 


father's possessions. Just silence. 

Elias swallowed hard and approached the front door. He reached out to turn the knob when the door opened. 
"Who are you?" 

Elias jumped back, the tall man at the doorway surprising him. "I'm.| would like to see someone here." 


The tall man eyed Elias for a moment and then opened to the door wider to admit him. "Very well. Talk to 
Mary at the reception desk" 


Elias nodded, sliding past the guy and noticing he was hauling away two heavy black bags of something. He 


frowned and watched the man lumber them over fo a large black bin 

"Can | help you?" 

Elias was startled out of his thoughts. "Um, yes. | need to tak to someone here 

The nurse motioned for Elias to follow her. She returned to the desk near the entrance. "Name?" 


Elias turned to her after his eyes took in the drab front entrance of the building. The walls were a dark white 
with gray and black curtains framing the windows. "Sorry?" 


"Name? Name of the patient?" 

Elias opened his mouth to respond and then closed it. He had no idea what the name of the man was. 
"Sir?" 

Elias flushed. "I don't know his name. He's the one who saw the man in the forest.” 

The nurse flinched. "Why?" 

Elias blinked. "Why what?" 


"Why do you want to see him? Are you writing a book about the forest? There's already been plenty of those 


over the years." 


Elias shook his head, his hands playing with the bottom of his suit jacket. "No, I'm not a writer. l.l saw 
something in the forest a few days ago." 


The nurse stared at him. 

‘Is a very odd request to be sure, but | need to find out what he saw. If it's the same thing | saw.’ 

The nurse snorted, shaking her head. "He hasn't spoken for the past five years. | doubt he will now for you." 
It was Elias' turn to stare. "He hasn't spoken? But then how do you know if he saw the man or not?" 


The nurse retrieved a file from the back wall. "It's in his file. He only went catatonic after he was admitted 


here. Several men have tried to get information from him and left empty-handed." 
Elias nodded. "Be that as it may, I'd like to try. It will only take a few minutes." 
The nurse replaced the file and walked out from behind the desk "Very well, follow me." 


9 EE EK 


The room the nurse showed Elias to was some kind of library. There were bookcases and tables covered in 
books. Most of the books were older than Elias was and starting to fade from years of use. 


He looked around the room and stopped on a man younger than himself. Reddish brown hair strewn down his 
face covering one of his eyes as he slouched in his wheelchair. Vacant blue eyes stared at the ground waiting 


for something to appear. 


Elias took a deep breath and approached the man. He sat down in a nearby chair. The nurse gave him the name 


of the man in order to talk to him. "Jani? My name is Elias Viljanen. I've come to talk with you." 
Jani kept staring at the floor, drool escaping his parted lips. 


| know that you can hear me, Jani. I'm not some reporter or writer. I've come here to tell you that | saw him 


too. 
Jani's body twitched a little. 

"| want to know who he is. Where did he come from, what was his name?" 
Jani's head raised a little, eyes still staring off into space. 


Elias bit his lip and stared at the ground. "I don't know why he fills my thoughts. | only saw him for a moment, 


not even enough to fill in his features in my mind's eye." 


Jani's eyes blinked. 


Elias shook his head. "I shouldn't even be here. Bothering a man who hasn't spoken for years. What good can 
come of this?" 


"Illias." 
Elias raised his head to stare at Jani. "What did you say?" 
"Llias." 


Elias glanced around the room to see if anyone was watching them, but the only people in the room were 


catatonic like Jani was supposed to be. "Jani, what did you see?" 

"Mman. Wild." 

Elias swallowed hard. "Why didn't you follow him into the forest like the others?" 
Jani's eyes drifted shut, tears rolling down his face. 

"You couldn't, could you? They stopped you." 

Jani's head moved a little. The tears continued to fall 

"You still feel the need. To return, to be with him" 

Jani bit his lip to stop it trembling. "Yeess." 

Elias swallowed hard. "Is that what's going to happen with me?" 

"Yeess. Forresst calls.” 

Elias sat back in his chair, shaking his head. "But why? Why does it call us?" 

Jani cried into the folds of his shirt. 

Elias reached out and touched Janis shoulder. "Who is he, Jani? Do you know who the man is?" 
"Noo" 

Elias sighed and nodded to himself. "Thank you, Jani. | wanted to be sure." 

Jani looked up at Elias. "Taake me wiith youu." 


Elias blinked, and then shook his head. "| can't do that." 


"Please" 

Elias got up from his chair. "There's no way | could get you out of here without them seeing. I'm sorry." 
Jani looked down, tears running down his face. 

Elias bit his lip and gripped Jani's shoulder. "Be well, Jani." 

Jani shook his head. "Can't. Neeed to be theree." 

Elias sighed. "Yeah, me too." 

OIE 


The sun was setting when Henkka's ship arrived at the docks. Henkka climbed down the plank with the rest of 


his crew, a frown covering his face. 

‘| believe this should belong to you." 

Henkka glanced up and blinked at Elias. "What?" 

Elias reached out to hand the black book to Henkka. "This. It should go to you instead of his father." 
Henkka gaped at the object. "Where..where did you find that?" 

Elias looked away. "I took it from the library. Didn't know what was in it before | did." 

‘Library? Why was Marko's diary in the library?" 


Elias sighed. "His father had it cordoned away with other stuff about the forest. It's in that roped off area. 


The librarian let me in when she discovered | was looking for the man in the forest." 


Henkka shook his head and pushed Elias’ hand away. "You should have put it back His father will come after me 


now. 


"| didn't want him to know | took it. It doesn't seem right for me to have it. There's a lot of personal stuff in 
it" 


Henkka bit his lip to stop it from trembling. "He always had it with him, stuffed in his back pocket while 
working. | looked for it after he went missing, but it was gone." He stopped to brush away an errant tear. "I 


don't even know where his father found it. They never found Marko's body." 


Elias thought for a moment. "It was probably lying in the forest. Maybe near where | went in behind the old 


church." 


Henkka retrieved his cigarettes and lighter. He lit one and looked out into the darkening sea. "| never read what 


he wrote. He'd tell me that no one would be able to read his horrible handwriting.” 
Elias smiled. "He's not that far off. | could only make out a few sentences on each page." 
Henkka glanced over at Elias. "Did.did he talk about me?" 


Elias nodded and leaned against a piling along the docks. "Many times. Though | didn't realize who he was talking 
about until the last page. He only referred to you as he or him." 


Henkka took a deep drag of his cigarette. "What does the last page say? Does he give a reason why he left 


me?" 


Elias opened the diary to the last page, sighing and began to read, "I love you Henkka but he needs me more. 


Please forgive me." 


Tears rolled down Henkka's face as he watched the sun sink below the horizon "You're heading there, aren't 


you?" 


Elias closed the diary and shook his head. "I don't know. Everything inside of me says to go now but | still can't 
bring myself to totally abandon my life. Even if | have no job or family at the moment." 


Henkka turned to Elias. "That's why." 
Elias frowned. "I don't understand." 
Henkka shook his head. "How could | be so stupid? The night Marko went into the forest was the night we had 


a huge fight. He wanted to take me to his father and tell him we were lovers. He was tired of hiding his 


feelings for me. | said he was crazy and we fought." 

"But what does that have to do with me?" 

Henkka turned and pointed at the looming forest over to the east. "It calls to people who have no ties. Every 
one of the people who has disappeared was alone. Sure, they might have had family and a few friends but they 
were miserable." 


"But I'm not miserable." 


Henkka's eyebrow rose. "Aren't you? Why did you go into the forest that night?" 


Elias bit his lip. "ld just lost my job that afternoon. | needed a place to think and wandered into the forest by 
the church." 


"See? You were seeking relief from your life. | can't believe it didn't dawn on me until now. Most of the missing 


people were men who were either lonely or had no formal ties to anything.” 
Elias frowned. "There haven't been any missing women?" 


Henkka thought for a moment. "Just one that | know of. She has a grave in the far corner of the church 
graveyard, though they never found her body. The grave is probably empty." 


Elias stiffened. "Not the one that has ‘My beloved Outi' on it?" 

Henkka nodded and finished off his cigarette. “That's the one. Why?" 

Elias shook his head. "This is going to sound crazy... 

Henkka snorted and interrupted. "And what we've been talking about isn't?" 

"Her grave was glowing as the sun began to set. That's why | went into the graveyard before | headed into the 
forest. | saw it out of the corner of my eye." Elias stopped to flip through the diary. "And Marko saw it too. | 
wasn't sure what it said until now." 

Henkka leaned over to read the passage out loud, "Glowing graves. What does it mean? Who is this woman?" 


Elias shivered. "That's how they get you into the forest. The grave glows and makes you curious.’ 


Henkka itched at his beard. "But how does that get you into the forest? A glowing grave will just creep me 
out" 


‘It's facing south in the graveyard. The light of it points into the forest." 


Henkka blinked. "And Marko would be the sort to follow the light and see where it leads. Especially as hurt as 
he probably was that night" 


"Any idea who Outi was?" 
Henkka shrugged. "Only from what is said around bars. 


"What's being said?" 


Henkka watched the water hit the dock from the waves. "They say she was promised to a man years ago. That 
they had been inseparable until one fateful night. Her intended was killed and left for dead in the forest. Turns 


out he owed a lot of money to some people and they got their revenge. Or so they say." He shook his head. 
"Nobody knows for sure because it happened way before any of us were even here. That gravestone goes 
back at least a hundred years." 


"Do you know who her intended was?" 


Henkka shrugged, watching a piece of driftwood bounce against the piling. "Not really. There might be something 
at the library about it. It was pretty big news. Then again, most things were back then" 


Elias sighed. "I don't think | can go back to the library. If Mr. Paasikoski sees me, he'll know | was the one who 
took Marko's diary." 


Henkka nodded, his eyes coming up to look at the diary in Elias' hand. "Can |..Can | see it?" 


Elias handed it to Henkka. "You can keep it. That's why l'm here in the first place. It means nothing to me as 
I've gotten all | could out of it." 


Henkka flipped through the pages, tears filling his eyes again 

Elias slipped away while Henkka wasn't looking. He didn’t feel right intruding in a private moment. 
FEKE EE KK 

Elias was back at the docks again in his dream. He didn't know who or what was making him appear here. 
"Welcome back, Elias. Are you going to help me now?" 


Elias turned and noticed the man had aged several years since last time. Probably in his early thirties like Elias 


was. "You're not a young man anymore." 


The man sighed. "No, she's dead now. | only stay young when l'm remembering her. My beloved who is now lost 


to me." 
Elias frowned. "Beloved? Outi?" 


The man stiffened next to him. "How..how do you know about her? You're not old enough to remember my 


beloved." 


Elias motioned to the old church in the distance. "Her grave is over there. It's what led me into the forest 


that night." 


The man breathed deeply, a smile playing on his lips. "The forest. I'd play there when | was just a child It 
welcomed me in like an old friend every time | would go in" 


"You played in the forest? How did you not hear the wolf's cry or see the wild man?" 


The man grinned at Elias. "They didn't exist yet. And they're one in the same. The wolf can't exist without the 


wild man" 
Elias frowned. "How is that possible?" 


The man sighed and their surroundings changed. They were now standing inside the forest. "It happened here. | 


was escaping from my past and died.” 

"Just like that?" 

The man sat on a downed log just inside the entrance, staring at the ground. "My blood ran all over the forest 
ground, making it one with the forest. A wolf who roamed in these forests lapped it up and became one with 
the forest. Never to escape it again" 


"How did you die? Did the wolf kill you first?" 


The man shook his head. "No, those with hate in their hearts vanquished my life. The wolf saved my essence 


and the forest gave me life." 


FEKE EE KK 


A gasp ran through Elias' body as he sat up in bed with a start. Visions of the forest and wild man race 


around in his head. 

Outi. 

She was the key to all of this, finding out who the wild man really was. 
To find out who he was. 


Elias shivered, the last dying seconds of the dream. He'd been talking to the wild man the whole time. The man 
looked nothing like the long-haired and bearded man he'd saw in the forest several nights ago. 


Except for his eyes. There was no mistaking that. The look he gave Elias as the dream ended was one a 
predator would give his prey. 


Elias shuddered at the memory of those eyes watching him. And yet, something deep inside relished the 
attention they gave him. He hadn't had the pleasure of a lover in many years. Warmth spread across his body, 


pushing him to lay back in bed and close his eyes. 


He couldn't explain the desire and want coursing through his veins. Usually he was more in control of this sort 


of thing. Never letting it claim him completely, never letting someone get too close. 

But right now, he would give anything to let it happen 

KEEKEKE 

At midday Elias stood outside of the library. He'd been staring at it for the past couple minutes. Doubt filled 
his head as he didn't want to face Marko's father again Not to mention the information on Outi was probably 


in that area anyway. There was no way Marko's father wouldn't connect the two as Henkka and he had. 


Still, the idea of him being caught looking chilled him to the bone. The last thing he needed was more stress at 


the moment. 


Elias was jostled out of his thoughts when a well-dressed man with blond hair bumped into him. He frowned at 


the man as he never bothered to apologize. 
The man dashed into the library through the front doors. 
Elias shrugged and followed him. At least it wasn't Marko's father. 


PEKEE 


Elias scoured through the library's old newsprint collection. Most were from fifty years before Elias was born 


but that wouldn't be old enough to feature a story on Outi. 

The man who bumped into Elias earlier loomed over him. "Are you finished with those yet?" 

Elias glanced up and raised his eyebrow. "Why do you ask? You can't even apologize for rumning into people." 
The man flushed and sat down in the chair opposite Elias. "My pardons, sir. | was in a hurry to get here" 
"| noticed" Elias pushed a stack of newsprint across the table. "I'm done with these ones." 

The man took them and started to search the headlines. 

Elias went back to his stack and continued to search. 

The man raised his head and stared at Elias. "Are you searching for him too?" 


Elias glanced up. "Him?" 


"Yes, the wild man | want to find out his name." 


Elias snorted and went back to reading. "Good luck with that. You're better off searching in the roped off area 


than here." 

The man cocked his head to the side. "Why do you say that?" 

"Because it's filled with newsprint of the missing people the forest has captured" 
The man blinked. "Why is it roped off? Too fragile of print?" 


Elias shook his head and looked the man in the eye. "Its Mr. Paasikoski's collection Or so | assume since he's 


the only one allowed in there." 

"Paasikoski? As in Marko Paasikoski's father?" 

Elias froze. "How do you know about Marko?" 

The man sighed and glanced around the room. "He was a friend of the man l'm trying to help." 
Elias blinked. "A friend? | thought Marko only had Henkka" 

"Childhood friend" 

Elias shrugged. "Still, if you're looking for information about Marko then that area is for you." 


"No, not Marko. He's dead and gone. I'm hoping to find information about the wild man of the forest. Why he 


lures people into the forest." 

Elias didn't respond, unsure about volunteering information that Henkka and he figured out last night. 
The man watched Elias with suspicion. "Do you know who he is?" 

"No." 


The man played with his hands. "| need to protect my friend. He keeps wanting to go to the forest again. It's no 


place for him." 


Elias looked up. "There is no protection Once he hears the wolf, there is no escape. Unless his family locks him 


up like Jani Liitamainen's family did. And Jani's miserable because of it” 


The man blinked at Elias. "You know of Jani too?" 


"Why?" 


"Well, Jani was also a friend of my friend too. Jani, Marko, and Pentti. They were close like brothers when they 


were young. Over time they parted and went on their own separate paths." 
Elias frowned. "Is Pentti gone too?" 


The man nodded. "Yes, he was the first to be taken. Jani was next but was locked up as you say. Then Marko 


disappeared and now it's my friend Tommy." 


Elias thought for a moment. "Were they all connected in some way besides being friends? Were they friends 
with others?" 


The man shook his head. "Not that | know of" 
"Have they ever been in the forest before they heard the call?" 


The man nodded. "Yes, when they were young kids. They used to play in it. There had been rumors of a wolf 
howling but none of them heard it back then. Or at least they never told me or their families." 


"Interesting. Maybe the forest knew who they were later on and called them into it?" 
The man shrugged. "It could be. | just want to know why it calls them." 


Elias sighed and gave in. "From what | can tell, it calls those who are miserable in their life and beckons them 


in" 


The man shook his head. “Tommy isn't miserable." 


"Are you sure? | mean, he lost all three of his childhood best friends and now he is alone in that regard. That 


would make me miserable." 

The man wore a stunned expression on his face. 

Elias went back to looking through the newsprint. 

The man offered his hand. "My thanks for the information l'm Tero." 
Elias took it and shook it. 


Tero watched Elias again "If you're not looking for the wild man, then what are you searching for in old 


newsprint?" 


Elias sighed and put the paper to the side. "No one knows who he is. I'm searching for who Outi is." 
Tero stared at him. "Outi? You mean the empty grave by the church? Why are you searching for her?" 


"Because she's the key to all of this. If | find out who she is, I'll be able to figure out why the forest lures 


specific people." 


Tero itched his nose. "I only know what I've heard from various people. Her fiancé went missing on the day of 


their wedding. She went into the forest and found his body. Then killed herself." 
Elias blinked at Tero. "She killed herself?" 


"Well, sort of. | mean, she went missing shortly after he did. That's why the grave is empty - they never 
found the body. It's speculated that she killed herself.” 


Elias shook his head. "That conflicts with what Henkka told me. He said the man was killed because he owed 
money to various people. Now that | think about it he never told me what happened to Outi." 


Tero shrugged. "That might be the case as well. There's nothing that tells either way. That's why its a rumor 


and nothing more." 

Elias dug for the oldest paper in the pile and pulled it out. He stared at the headline in shock 

Tero got up from his chair and walked around to see what Elias saw. "What is it?" 

"L.l found it. This is the memorial for Outi." Elias summarized the article "She was the daughter of a wealthy 
socialite who fell in love with a dock worker. They were to marry and he ended up dead in the forest. She went 
in search of him and was never seen again" He skimmed the rest of the article. "The only reason they believe 
her to be dead is they found her wedding dress and engagement ring sitting on a fallen log by the entrance of 
the forest. She was last seen wearing them while hunting around for him." 

Tero shook his head. "That can't be." 

Elias looked up at him. "What?" 


"That's what happened to Marko and Pentti. Stuff that they held dear ended up on a log after they went 
missing. | believe it was Pentti's ring from his mother and Marko's diary that ended up there." 


Elias frowned and finished reading the article only to stop short. "Wait, where is the grave? It's not in this 
photo." 


Tero nodded. "I don't imagine it is. The grave didn't show up until much later. No one knows who actually put it 


there. Most assume it was her family but there's no record of ever being made." 


Elias was about to put the newsprint down when he noticed a small photo near the end of the article. The man 


in it had an intense stare that seemed to look right through him. "Wait.l've seen this man." 
Tero looked below the picture. "It says it's Tony Kakko. That was her intended 
“That's him. | know who he is now." 


Tero stared at him. "That's who?" 


Elias looked into Tero's eyes. "The wild man from the woods. | recognize his stare. It's the same one he gave 


me last..a few nights ago." 
Tero blinked. "Wait, you've seen the wild man? Why haven't you disappeared in the woods yet?" 
Elias shook his head. "I don't know." 


KERE EEE Æ 


Elias stood at the opening of the forest. The exact spot he stood a few days earlier. He'd learned all there was 
to find in the library and from the people in town. It was time to find out just what secrets the forest held. 


He stepped forward only to stop short when a voice called out behind him. 
"I knew | would find you here." 
Elias turned to see Henkka. "What are you doing here?" 


Henkka held up Marko's diary. "I have to find out where Marko went. He was charmed and obsessed by the wild 


man that it consumed him. | read it from start to finish and | want to know why this person was so special.” 
Elias sighed. "You do know you might never come out of here alive?" 


Henkka nodded and shuffled forward to stand beside Elias. "I know. The need to know is far greater than my life 
at this point." 


Elias moved to step inside the forest. He turned to Henkka after he followed him. "There's something you need 
to know about Marko." 


"Oh?" 


"I believe Marko was chosen long before he saw the wild man. The fact that he used to play in here with 


three other boys who are now either missing or about to be missing tells me that. They were chosen by 
whoever rules this domain" 


Henkka stared at him. "He used to play here? That wasn't in his diary. Granted the diary only goes back ten 
years but still” 


"Yes with Jani and two others named Pentti and Tommy. Pentti disappeared first, and then the rest started to 


be driven to the forest. Only Jani managed to avoid disappearing because he's locked up in the asylum." 


Henkka shook his head. "| never knew of any of this. Marko never spoke of his past but he was very sullen 
when he heard about Jani being locked up. | tried to pressure him to reveal more but he refused. It led to yet 
another fight." He stopped to sigh. "I swear we fought about stuff more than we were actually happy. No 
wonder he could easily walk away from me." 


Elias bit his lip, unsure of what to say. Instead, he moved further into the forest to give Henkka a moment to 
collect himself. He stopped by a downed log. 


Henkka wiped away errant tears and followed. "Why did you stop here?" 


Elias pointed to the log. "I think this log is where their stuff ends up. From the article | found about Outi, they 


describe a downed log by the entrance. This is the only one here." 
“Their stuff?" 


Elias nodded, searching around the log to see if anything was left there. "Yes, Marko's diary was left here. 
Before it was several other things left belonging to the people missing. It was the only clue that let them know 


if they were dead or not. | mean, its not like any of the bodies ever turned up." 


Henkka glanced down at the diary in his hands. "If that's the case, then that's how Marko's father got a hold of 
it. He found it here." 


Elias moved away from the log to venture further into the forest. He stopped in an open area with little 


patches of sun creeping through the leaves. "This is where | saw him." 


The forest was silent of anything unlike it had been on that day. It felt full of life and wonder which is what 
lured Elias into it. 


Elias looked around the area to see if he could spot the wild man again. He sighed, shaking his head. "I guess | 


expected him to be here again and tell me his story.’ 
Silence. 


Elias turned around to search the area for the sea captain. "Henkka?" 


The darkened trees surrounded Elias on all sides but there was no trace of Henkka. 


RK 

Henkka kept moving through the forest, his eyes on the shadow of a man before him. He was being pulled 
further in and nothing about it seemed weird to him. His brain should have been protesting and wondering 
where he was going. 


But it wasn't. 


He somehow knew where the shadow was taking him. That it would finally reveal what he was seeking, what 


would make the ache in his heart go away. 


Sunlight filtered out of the forest leaving it shrouded in half shadows and darkness. It was getting harder to 
see the deeper Henkka went. 


The shadow he'd been following vanished into thin air and Henkka stopped short. He searched around the area 
and stopped on a figure half shaded under the dying sunlight. The man was dressed in fishing garb and looking 
right at Henkka. 

"Marko?" 


EEKE EK RE EK 


Elias called out Henkka's name as he wandered further into the forest. He could barely see in front of him and 


cursed under his breath for not bringing some kind of light. 
"He is safe." 


Elias whipped around and gaped at the figure before him. Unlike last time, this was a glowing ghost-like man 
wearing a black tuxedo. He blinked at the man. "Tony?" 


The figure's eyes widened, as much as they could for a ghost. "How did you know my name?" 


Elias sighed. "You know how | know it. You've been appearing in my dreams. I'm almost sure of it" He motioned 


to Tony's body. "Why did you appear as a wild man the first time? Why not how you are now?" 
Tony shook his head. "You wouldn't have searched for me if | had. A wild man is a mystery and a simple ghost 
wandering around a forest is not. You could have easily found out about my life and my beloved Outi's in the 


library. A long forgotten page of this forest" 


"Not forgotten enough. You created that grave, didn't you?" 


Tony wandered a few steps away from Elias to stare into the woods. "I wanted to remember her and what I'd 
lost. If it was there, she would still be with me." 


"Why do you lure people here?" 
Tony turned to face Elias again. "| would think you know the answer to that." 
Elias shook his head. "Not entirely. You seek out those who have nothing left, but that's all | know." 


Tony drifted forward to stand in front of Elias. "No, they have people left, but those who are don't understand 


their pain like | do. They can't know what it's like to crave another to complete them." 
"You kill them to stop their loneliness?" 


Tony snorted. "You think of me as a murderer? | bring them in yes, but | don't kill them. In fact, who said they 


were dead at all?" 
Elias gaped at Tony. "They're not dead?" 


Tony shook his head. "Not inside here they aren't. They may be declared dead out there, but that's no concern 


of mine." 
"Why these people? Why not everyone in the town?" 


Tony stepped closer and reached for Elias‘ hand. "Those who enter this forest are seeking peace. And | offer to 
give it to them. Let me show you how." 


Elias glanced down at Tony's hand and realized it was solid now. He looked up and gasped. 
Tony interlocked his fingers with Elias’. "I will help you understand." 

OHI 

Henkka stared at the apparition of his former lover. "| don't understand" 


Marko smiled and drifted over to Henkka. He stopped right in front of him. "I'd hoped he would bring you to me. 
I've been reunited with old friends but I've still longed for you." 


Henkka looked right through Marko's body. "But..but you're dead? How can | be with you?" 


Marko shook his head. "No, I'm still alive. Maybe not out there, but in here | am. I'm as real as you." 


Henkka was about to protest further when Marko's hand came up to stroke the side of his face. It was solid 
now. "How..." 


Marko cupped Henkka's face. "I'm sorry for causing you pain, hurting you more than | care to admit. | want to 
start anew, Henkka. Just you and me forever." 


Tears filled Henkka eyes when Marko leaned in to kiss him, the ache in his heart slipping way. 


KRKE EE EK Æ 


Tony led Elias around the central area still holding his hand. People milled around them happy and talking to 
each other. Some were sitting on benches or laying on the grass content. In fact, there wasn't a frown 


anywhere to be seen. 
Elias frowned. "What is all of this?" 
Tony cocked his head to the side. "What do you mean? I've brought joy to their lives. They're happy now." 


Elias waved his free hand around. "But this isn't natural. You can't have happiness without sadness. They're 
entwined together." 


Tony sighed and pulled Elias over to the side. "You think that | don't know that? Of course | know that being 
happy all of the time isn't possible but | try my hardest to make it that way. There are plenty of those who 


are still searching for their happiness in the forest. They're what | call the lost ones." 
"The lost ones? You've abandoned them?" 


Tony shook his head, a frown covering his face. "No, | know where they are. It's just that they couldn't find 
happiness here. | thought they wanted peace but they didn't want to be tied down to one place. So I've left 
them to their own devices outside of the central area" He stopped to smile at an old gentleman who passed by. 
"Some have even created their own towns and communities to find the happiness they seek. Whatever makes 
them happy is fine with me. As long as they don't threaten to destroy the forest, then they can do whatever 
they want." 


Elias opened his mouth to respond but he spotted a familiar face in the crowd of people. He called out to the 


man. "Henkka!" 
Henkka turned, his hand linked with Marko's, and smiled. "Elias!" 


Elias pulled Tony along, their hands still linked, to meet up with Henkka. "I thought | lost you in the forest. What 
happened?" 


Henkka smiled, the first full one that Elias had seen on him, and motioned to the man next to him. "I found 


Marko and he took me here. Isn't it amazing? | can't believe all of this is inside the forest. Its almost too good 


to be true." 

Elias glanced at the man next to Henkka. "You must be Marko." 

Marko nodded. "Yes, that's me." He extended this hand to Elias. "Nice to meet you, Elias.” 
Elias stared down at it and frowned. It looked like the hand of a ghost. 

Tony pulled Elias back from them. "Let's go see the rest of the central area" 


The frown was still on Elias‘ face when he caught sight of Henkka's confused look as he was being whisked 


away by Tony. 
KKK KK 
Henkka looked down at Marko's free hand, wondering what Elias had seen. "Why didn't he shake it?" 


Marko shrugged and moved away from the central area to take Henkka over by a large tree. "I'm not sure, 


but i's not really important. What matters is we're together again’ 
Henkka sat down on the bench and frowned. "He must have seen something. What was if?" 

Marko sighed. "Do you really need to think about that right now? Why not push it to the side like | have?" 
Henkka nodded. "You're right. Sorry for worrying about it" 

Marko smiled and stroked the side of Herkka's face. "I just want you to be happy" 

Henkka smiled at the touch and leaned in to whisper on Marko's lips. "I always am when Im with you" 
FEEF BE RK 


Elias stopped short when they got far enough away from Marko and Henkka. He held his ground when Tony 
tried to pull him further along. "No, l'm not going anywhere until you explain why Marko was a ghost." 


Tony sighed and looked Elias in the eyes. "He's only a ghost to you because you haven't touched him yet. Its 


just like when you first met me. | appeared as a ghost to you but after our hands touched | became solid” 
Elias motioned around him. "So all of this is just an illusion?" 


Tony glanced away. "You have to realize that to enter this place means you've given up on your life out there. 
This means that this place can seem like an illusion to those who first come here. The longer they stay, the 


more real it becomes. And eventually they never want to leave." 
Elias let go of Tony's hand and backed away. "I'm dead?" 


Tony shook his head and reached for Elias’ hand again "Not yet, you're not. If you're with me, you can still 


leave this place. Though if you leave, you can never come back" 
"Is Henkka dead?" 


Tony nodded. "Yes, because he was touched by Marko first. Though that doesnt mean he will automatically 
forget who he was. This place doesn't wash away the memories of your past life, it just gives you a chance to 
live out the rest being happy. Or at least striving for it." 


Elias shook his head. "| don't want to be here anymore. Take me back to the entrance of the forest." 


Tony frowned and interlocked his fingers with Elias' again. "Give it chance before you decide." He motioned to 
the side. "What's waiting out there for you? Your parents are dead, you were fired from your job, and you 
have no friends or lovers. Why would you want to live like that?" 


Elias looked away from Tony. "I don't like being told what to do. My father always did that to me growing up. | 


want to make my own decisions." 


"You can! You're free to do what you wish here. If you want to sleep all day, you can. You're not a slave here, 
Elias." 


Elias pointed the thick canopy of tree limbs overhead. "| can never see the sun again or feel the breeze off 


the ocean." 


Tony laughed at Elias. "Yes, you can. The forest faces that way in the southwest part. | can take you there if 


you wish." 
Elias held his ground. "| want to leave now." 


Tony moved closer to Elias, reaching out to touch the side of Elias' face. "| need you to bring him back, Elias. 

Its the reason you're still alive and unable to touch others here. Jani is still out there and his soul belongs in 
here. The longer it's held captive out there, it will start to break apart and | will lose him forever." He stopped 
to cup Elias' face with both hands. "As you know, | can't leave this place to retrieve it. | need you to help me." 


Elias blinked, the same warmth from before spread down his body. His eyes fluttered to stay open. "What's 
happening... 


Tony bit his lip. "I'm giving you the power to retrieve him. You can also return to this place if you wish. But 


you have to be quick because it will disappear once the sun rises on the next day." He moved to kiss Elias’ 


check. "Go, Elias. I've given you the power to put those who try to stop you to sleep, but they will only stay 
that way for so long. Give Jani the peace he so desires." 


Elias gasped, his body feeling like it was made of pure energy. He brought his hand up to see it glowing a 


yellowish orange color. 
"Bring him here, Elias," said Tony's voice as if it was wind itself. 
Elias' body collapsed to the ground. 


9B EE EK 


A groan escaped Elias’ lips when he tried to move. He patted the area around him to discover it was made of 


dirt and small rocks. 
Elias blinked and sat up, eyes searching around the forest. "Tony?" 
The forest offered up no response. 


Elias tried to remember what happened and then realized he was by the entrance to the forest just outside of 
the graveyard. He'd been sent back, but why? 


He walked a few steps and then was struck as if he was hit by a lightning bolt. Jani filled his mind, his 
mournful cries and desperate pleas begging for peace. Elias needed to help him, bring him back to where he 
longed for. 


Elias got up from the ground and exited the forest in haste. 


3 EEE EK 


The climb uphill to the asylum seemed to take less time than it did last time. Elias wasn't sure where this 
energy to motor up the hill at full speed was coming from, but he was thankful for it. He couldn't remember 


how much time he had or if he was even able to take Jani's body out of there without being seen 

But something pushed him on. Or maybe it was someone? 

Elias' eyes fluttered, memories of Tony's hands touching his face and how warm his body felt afterward. 
Maybe Tony was right in saying he had nothing out here to live for. His mind kept coming back to Tony and 
how for the brief moment he was at peace. Nothing filled his mind other than Tony and how warm he felt. 


He shook his head. It was all a trick and nothing more. Tony was using him to get Jari. Elias meant nothing to 
him, just a slave to do his bidding. 


Except for a moment, Elias swore he saw something in Tony's eyes. Not malice or deception but loneliness and 
unrest. Was Tony alone in his self-created happy fantasy world? He couldn't remember anyone interacting with 


Tony or meeting a friend of his. 


Elias stopped at the top of the hill and stared up at the looming building. It still looked menacing, even if all it 
held were those who were lost to the world. He sighed and headed for the front door. 


He had no idea how he was going to get in and take Jani out. Wouldn't the staff put up a fight? Jani had been 
locked up for a reason by his family and they weren't going to let him just waltz out. 


The door opened to reveal the same tall man as before. He glared at Elias. "What do you want?" 
Elias calmed himself before answering. "I'm here to see Jani Liimatainen" 
"Come back tomorrow. He's not seeing visitors today." 


Elias stepped forward to stop the door from closing in his face. "You don't understand, | need to see him today. 
It's important." 


The man tried to shove the door shut. 


Elias reached out and touched the man's hand. He wasn't sure what possessed him to do so, but the man fell 


to the floor as if he'd been hit. 


The door creaked as Elias pushed it open enough for him to step around the man and enter. He glanced around 
to see if the nurse from before was at her station It was empty so he hurried to the hallway for the library 
where Jani had been before. 


Something stopped him from advancing. He felt his body get warm and visions of Tony filled his mind. The voice 
in his head told him Jani was in his room down the opposite hall, and that he had lashed out earlier and was 
now confined there. 


Elias followed Tony's voice in his head, it somehow comforted him along the way. Tony was a mystery to Elias, 
having only been fed bits of his life through vivid dreams. There were so many missing parts that Elias longed 


to ask Like how Outi died but didn't get transferred to Tony's self-made world. Did he die after she did? 


Jani's room was the fourth on the left. Thankfully each door had a name on the outside or Elias wouldn't have 
found it this fast. He peered inside the small window to see Jani staring at the ceiling with tears running down 
his face. 


Elias touched the door and then realized that he didn't have the key. It popped open anyway from his touch. He 
stared down at his hands wondering how they did that. 


Jani blinked in the low light. 


Elias stepped inside and retrieved his wheelchair from the side. He rolled it over to Jani's bed and whispered, 


"m here to take you to the forest.” 
Jani whimpered in his bed. "Llias. Youu camme" 


Elias made a move for Jani only to be stopped by Tony's voice in his head It said for Elias to forget about the 
wheelchair and that Elias only needed to touch Jani with his hand and he would be able to walk on his own 


"Llias?" 


Elias pushed the wheelchair to the side and reached down to touch Janis arm. A gasp escaped Elias’ lips when 
the whole room lit up in a brilliant yellow light and Janis body started to rise up from the bed. 


Jani moaned and fell back in the bed when Elias let go. His eyes blinked really fast and deep breaths pushed out 
of his body. 


"Jani? Are you ok?" 
Jani blinked one final time and then looked over at Elias. "What.| feel.. Tony." 


Elias reached down to unbuckle the straps and helped Jani up to his feet. He held him steady while Jani's leg 


muscles wiggled to life. "He touched me in the forest. I'm here to return you to it" 
Tears fell down Jani's face, this time out of relief instead of agony. "| thank you.” 


Elias led Jani out of his room and searched around the hallways for anyone. "I'm surprised we haven't run into 


anyone other than the front guard" 


As if on cue several nurses and a doctor appeared in the next doorway. The doctor stepped forward. "Stay 


where you are. He is not to leave this hospital under any circumstances." 
Elias rolled his eyes and continued forward, Tony's voice in his head telling him not to worry. 
The doctor called out again. "I'm warning you. Jani Liimatainen is not allowed to leave!" 


Jani snorted, shaking his head a little. "You can't stop us, Tony has given his gift to Elias. l'm finally going to 
where | belong and not stuck here rotting away." 


The doctor gaped at Jani. "You can speak?" 


"| could always speak | refused to until Tony came for me. He loves me more than my misguided family ever 


will." 


A nurse tried to intercept them and Elias reached out to touch her. She toppled to the ground in a heap. Elias 
glanced at the rest. "Anyone else want to stop us?" 


The doctor hurried over to the fallen nurse to check her out. "What have you done to her?" 
"She's asleep. When the sun rises, she will awaken" 


The doctor shook his head and looked up at Jani. "The forest will not save you, Jani. Your attempts to get 


there will only harm yourself. It's not real." 
Jani pointed at the nurse on the floor. "And that's not real?" 


The doctor sighed. "I can't explain it, no, but | can tell you there is nothing in that forest. It was searched 
many times for the bodies of the missing people and turned up nothing. The animals probably ate them." 


Elias kept quiet and moved Jani towards the front door. It was not his place to tell them what awaited Jani as 
he didn't know for sure himself. He only knew what Tony fed him and soon that would be all over. 


The doctor called out one last time to Jani. "Listen to me, this is all in your head. The forest holds no magic or 


mystery, its just a forest. Don't end your life like this. | can make you better." 

Elias shook his head, unable to stop the words from flowing from his mouth. "He's dying inside by not being in 
the forest. To keep him here to be your pet guinea pig is cruel and unjust. If it makes him happy, why not let 
him?" 


The doctor had no chance to respond for Elias and Jani disappeared through the front door. 


FERE EE KK 


Along the way to the forest, Janis body started to get feeling in his legs and arms. Elias was able to walk 
beside him instead of holding him up. 


They walked in silence toward the far entrance of the forest. The sun was starting to set in the distance and 
Elias knew he had to make a choice. He was alone in that regard as the sound of Tony's voice disappeared once 


they were outside of the hospital. 


Jani turned to Elias and broke the silence. "Why did he choose you to bring me back? Why not Tommy or 
Marko?" 


Elias sighed. "Marko is dead and | assume Tommy is as well. The last | heard about Tommy was his friend Tero 


frantically searching for a way to stop Tommy from going. Since he wasn't in the hospital and Tony never 


mentioned him, l'm assuming he's already there." 
Jani paled. "Marko is dead? He's not in the forest?" 


Elias shook his head. "He's dead out here. His spirit or soul or whatever you want to call it is in the forest. He 
was with Henkka the last time | saw him." 


Jani blinked. "Henkka. The sea captain?" 

"Yes, they were lovers. Or rather, still are lovers. Henkka followed me in and was returned to Marko." 
Jani smiled. "I'm glad he found his one. Mine is waiting for me to return Its been so long." 

Elias frowned at Jani. "You have someone in the forest?" 

Jani opened his mouth only to shut it. 

There in front of them was a gathering of men with torches. 

OOK 

Jani's father stepped forward. "Take one step and I'll burn this forest to the ground" 

Elias rolled his eyes. "Go ahead and try." 

Jani touched Elias arm, but Elias pushed him away and gave him a hand wave. 


Jani's father shook his head. "Reverse psychology won't work on me. I've been around longer than you've been 


born" 


Elias stood his ground. "Be that as it may, you won't burn down the forest. No matter how many threats you 


aim our way, you can't burn it down even if you tried" 
Jani's father's moved closer to the outer edge of the forest with his torch. "Is that so? Shall we try then?" 


Elias folded his arms across his chest. "You can't burn it down because then you'll never find those who 


you've lost. They will be desecrated in the eyes of the Lord and unfit for burial” 
The men behind around Janis father started to murmur amongst themselves. 


Marko's father stepped forward to glare at Elias. "And why should we believe a thief like you? | know you took 


my son's diary from the library." 


Elias nodded. "Yes, | took it so | could understand why he was drawn to the forest. What possessed your son so 
fully and led him to abandon his life. | can tell you, he's safe in the forest. Living the life he only hoped to do 


out here." He glanced around the men. "You see, this forest is not what you think it is." 
"And what pray tell is it?" 


Elias sighed. "It's another plane. One in which the dead walk and exist. It may sound crazy, but it is true. I've 
seen it and was tasked with bringing Jani back to it. His soul is slowly dying in that place you call a hospital. It 


will continue to do so the longer he stays there. Any fool could see he was miserable." 


A blond haired man moved forward. "My son wasn't miserable. Nor crying out for the forest and yet he 
disappeared last night" 


Elias studied the features of the man. "I assume your son is Tommy? He and his friends were called there 
after they used to play in the forest as children. Jani is one of those boys along with Marko and Pentti. When 
their time came, they ventured in You have to realize that inside there is no hate or anger, greed or malice. 


I's a place where they can be free to live.” 
Jani's father shook his head. "They are free out here." 


Jani snorted. "No, we're not. You can't even fathom the hell I've lived for the past five years. Drugged and 


beaten down just because you didn't understand what | was feeling. You never have." 


Elias glanced up at the sky which was starting to lighten. It would be sunrise soon. He grabbed Janis arm and 


stepped forward. "Let us pass and you'll never have to deal with us anymore." 


Jani's father didn't move. "I'm not letting my son go into that forest. | don't care what fantastical words you 


spout. He is coming with me." 


Elias opened his mouth to respond when he body started to feel warm again. His eyes fluttered with the power 
Tony gave him earlier. Why hadn't it appeared before now? 


Jani frowned to Elias and whispered, "What's wrong?" 

Elias shivered, Tony's unseen hands touching down his body as one would a lover. He groaned as Tony's voice 
appeared in his mind again. The sensations were much stronger than the other times. His eyes drifted shut as 
the voice told and pictured the men in front of him vanishing in his mind, driven on by Tony's rhythmic 
chanting. 


Jani tried to shake Elias awake, afraid he was having some sort of epileptic fit. 


Elias' eyes finally opened but they were not his own anymore. Tony's eyes glared at the men from Elias’ body. 


Elias opened his mouth to speak but it wasn't his voice anymore. “Begone, you foul excuses for men. You will 


not stop my children from returning. They are one with the forest and they belong to mel” 


One by one the men toppled to the ground. Janis father was the last one standing and he glared at Elias‘ "I 


don't know who you think you are, but you are not taking my son!" 
Elias‘ hand flicked toward Jani's father and he too fell to the ground beside the rest of them. 
Jani backed away from Elias. "What..did you kill them?" 


Elias shivered as Tony's force was removed from his body. He blinked his own eyes and turned to Jani. "Come 


on, we haven't got much time. The sun will rise and you'll be stuck here." 
Jani shook his head. "I'm not going anywhere until you tell me what you've done to them." 


Elias sighed, advancing closer to Jani and reaching up with his hand to touch Jani's face. "Don't you want to be 


reunited with your one?" 

Jani groaned, Tony's warmth coming through Elias touch spread all over his body. "l." 

| haven't hurt them, Jani. They're just asleep like the nurse in the hospital” 

Jani leaned into Elias‘ touch, his eyes fluttering. "Take me to him. | need.. need to see him again 


Elias took Jani's hand, moving around the fallen men and racing for the entrance to the forest just as the sun 


was about to go up over the horizon. 

OIE 

Jani stopped short inside the forest. "Where..where is he?" 

Elias glanced around and frowned. "Tony? Where are you? The sun hasn't risen yet." 
Jani whimpered. "| won't see him. No, this cant be true." 


Elias opened his mouth to calm Jani but then stopped short. He blinked to make sure he wasn't seeing things. 


"Tony?" 
Jani turned and saw him too. Tears rolled down his face as he hurried over to Tony's form. "You came. |." 
Tony smiled and touched the side of Jani's face. "Welcome home, Jani. I've missed you." 


Jani moved forward and pulled Tony's into his arms. He nuzzled Tony's neck, breathing in his familiar scent. "l 


thought I'd never feel you again" 


Tony smiled, rubbing off the tears from Jani's face. "I always knew you'd come back. It just took longer than | 
hoped" 


Jani pulled his head up and kissed Tony's lips, hands snaking around Tony's body and holding him close. 


Elias flushed and glanced away from the display. It wasn't right for him to see such a thing between two 


lovers. He tried to ignore the ache in his chest 
Jani gasped when the kiss was over. He held Tony close and whispered, "Is he here?" 
Tony nodded, hugging Jani back. "Yes, he waits for you inside. Just follow your heart and you will find him." 


Jani kissed Tony's cheek and let go of his body. He didn't bother to acknowledge Elias before he left and 
disappeared further into the forest. 


Tony glanced over at Elias. "What have you decided? The sun is breaking over the horizon and | said you 
wouldn't be able to come back if that happened. Though as you can see, I've delayed it due to Jan's return" 


Elias bit his lip. "What awaits me in there? Do | spend my life searching and not living it?" 


Tony moved closer to Elias. "That depends on what you're searching for. Is it love or companionship? Or is it 


just a general feeling of happiness?" 
"| don't know. That's the problem." 


Tony reached out for Elias' face in order to stroke it but Elias moved away. He frowned at the action. "Why do 


you move away? My touch doesn't override your choice.” 
Elias shook his head at Tony. "You would leave me in the dark about what happened outside of the forest?" 


Tony sighed. "What do you want to know? There's not much to tell really. | let my emotions get the best of me 
and took over your body. Jani needed to come back here and it was the only way | could think to do it” 


Elias glanced at the ground. "Do you love him?" 

"Of course | do. He and | have had a relationship for a long time. Going back to when he was a young child” He 
stopped when he saw the frown deepen on Elias’ face. "Don't misunderstand me, | never touched or kissed him 
when he was a child. That only happened much later in his life. And even then, | knew he had eyes for another. 


He couldn't have that person because of his father, but he could have me whenever he came here." 


Elias mumbled, "Thats not why I'm frowning.” 


Tony moved closer to Elias again, this time able to touch Elias' face with his hand. "You want him for 
yourself?" 


Elias glanced up, looking deep into Tony's eyes. "I have no feelings for Jani.” 
Tony walked into Elias‘ parted arms, snuggling into Elias! body. "You want me, is that it?" 
"| don't. don't know. The warmth that | felt, the energy and power you gave me. Its confusing my desires." 


Tony smiled, stroking the side of Elias' face. "Isn't that what power does? It makes you drunk with the feeling 
and confused when it leaves. Just say the word Elias, and I'll give you more of that power if you wish." 


Elias blinked. "Why?" 


Tony bit his lip. "Because I've longed for someone to share this place with. Not a lover, but another pair of 
eyes to make sure this place stays together.” 


Elias glanced away, the frown deepening on his face. 


Tony cupped Elias' face and turned it toward him. "We can become lovers if that's what you desire. Is that 


what you want?" 
Elias shivered when Tony's hands left his face to slide down his chest, eyes drifting shut and lips parting. 


Tony kissed down Elias' neck. "Have you never felt the touch of another? Felt the rush of your body coming 
undone and just feeling?" 


Elias moaned and held Tony closer. "What's happening to me?" 

Tony breathed in Elias' scent, his hands moving inside the suit coat to seek out Elias' warmth. "You're feeling 
the power of my energy again. The closer we get, the more powerful it gets." He glanced up at Elias. "What is 
your choice, Elias? | can't keep this path open forever. They need me too." 

| need you more.” 

Tony arched, Elias‘ hands seeking out and stroking down his body. "You can have me. As much as you want, but 
you still have to decide. Are you willing to give up on your life out there? Do you wish to stay with me 


forever?" 


Elias hesitated for only a moment before capturing Tony's lips, tasting him for the first time. He couldn't stop 
the need for warmth and peace from consuming him. He needed it like breath itself. 


Tony closed the barrier around them, locking Elias inside forever. 


The forest bristled around them at their blinding passion and watched it overtake both of them. Trees shot up 


where there were none and thick brush covered all of the lower areas, sealing everyone and everything in. 
There was no need to welcome anyone else in. 
Their master had finally found his one. 


His heart ached no more. 


